
toys in the attic lillian hellman
toys in the attic lillian hellman is a phrase that often leads to confusion due to the association
with both a famous play and a notable American playwright. However, the play "Toys in the Attic"
was actually written by Lillian Hellman, a renowned dramatist known for her sharp dialogue and
exploration of complex family dynamics. This article delves into the background, themes, and
significance of "Toys in the Attic," highlighting Lillian Hellman’s distinctive style and contribution to
American theater. It also explores the historical context in which the play was written, its critical
reception, and its enduring influence on modern drama. Readers will gain a comprehensive
understanding of how "Toys in the Attic" fits within Hellman’s oeuvre and why it remains a subject of
study in literary and theatrical circles.
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Background and Historical Context
"Toys in the Attic" was written by Lillian Hellman and premiered in 1960. Hellman was a prominent
playwright and screenwriter, known for her politically charged works and her involvement in social
issues during the mid-20th century. The play was created during a period of significant cultural
change in America, reflecting the tensions within families and society at large. Hellman’s ability to
weave intricate character studies with broader social commentary is evident in this work. The
historical context of post-war America, with its shifting family dynamics and emerging social
anxieties, provides a rich backdrop for the narrative of "Toys in the Attic."

Lillian Hellman’s Career Leading Up to the Play
Before writing "Toys in the Attic," Lillian Hellman had already established herself with several
successful plays such as "The Children's Hour" and "The Little Foxes." Her reputation as a writer
who tackled controversial topics and explored complex female characters set the stage for the
themes she would address in "Toys in the Attic."

Socio-Political Influences
The late 1950s and early 1960s were times of heightened political tensions, including the Cold War
and the civil rights movement. Hellman’s personal experiences with McCarthyism and blacklisting



influenced her writing, often infusing her plays with themes of betrayal, secrecy, and moral
ambiguity.

Plot Summary and Main Characters
"Toys in the Attic" centers around the turbulent lives of the Berniers family, focusing on the
relationships between siblings and the destructive impact of secrets and suppressed desires. The
play is set in New Orleans and explores themes of family loyalty, jealousy, and psychological conflict
through its richly drawn characters.

Main Characters

Julian Berniers: The protective and controlling elder brother who struggles with his feelings
for his sister.

Caroline Berniers: The younger sister whose return home disrupts the fragile family
equilibrium.

Louise Berniers: The sister caught in the middle of family tensions and her own personal
struggles.

Bud Berniers: The husband of Louise, representing an outside perspective on the family
dynamics.

Plot Overview
The story unfolds as Caroline returns to the family home, rekindling old conflicts and exposing
buried resentments. Julian’s obsessive attachment to Caroline creates an atmosphere of tension and
unease, which escalates as the siblings confront their past and each other. The play’s climax reveals
the destructive consequences of repressed emotions and unresolved familial issues.

Themes and Symbolism
"Toys in the Attic" is rich with themes that explore the darker aspects of family life and human
psychology. Lillian Hellman uses symbolism and motifs to deepen the audience’s understanding of
the characters’ inner turmoil and the societal pressures they face.

Family Dysfunction and Control
The play vividly portrays the complexities of family relationships, particularly the ways control and
dependency can manifest among siblings. Julian’s controlling behavior symbolizes the suffocation
that can occur within close family ties, highlighting the struggle for autonomy and emotional



freedom.

Secrets and Repression
Secrets play a central role in the narrative, representing the hidden forces that shape the
characters’ actions and destinies. The attic itself serves as a metaphor for the mind’s hidden
recesses, where painful memories and forbidden desires are stored away but continue to influence
the present.

Symbolism of the Attic
The attic in the play is a powerful symbol of the subconscious and repressed emotions. It embodies
the psychological "toys" or memories the characters keep locked away, which ultimately affect their
behavior and relationships.

Critical Reception and Legacy
Upon its debut, "Toys in the Attic" received a mixed yet generally positive critical response. Critics
praised Hellman’s sharp dialogue and the psychological depth of the characters, while some found
the themes controversial and unsettling. Over time, the play has come to be regarded as a
significant work in American theater, noted for its exploration of taboo subjects and its complex
portrayal of human emotions.

Initial Reviews
Early critics highlighted Hellman’s skillful writing and ability to create tension through dialogue and
character interaction. The play’s focus on taboo subjects such as incestuous desire and mental
instability sparked debate but also drew attention to Hellman’s bold approach.

Adaptations and Performances
"Toys in the Attic" has been produced numerous times on stage and was adapted into a film in 1963.
These adaptations helped cement its place in the canon of American drama and introduced
Hellman’s work to broader audiences.

Influence on American Drama
Lillian Hellman’s "Toys in the Attic" has influenced subsequent playwrights and works, particularly
in its candid treatment of family dysfunction and psychological complexity. The play is a noteworthy
example of mid-20th century American drama that blends realism with symbolic elements to explore
difficult themes.



Impact on Playwriting
Hellman’s approach to character development and thematic exploration in "Toys in the Attic"
contributed to a greater willingness among playwrights to tackle controversial and intimate subjects.
Her work paved the way for more nuanced portrayals of family and psychological conflict.

Continuing Relevance
The themes of control, repression, and family secrets remain relevant in contemporary theater and
literature. "Toys in the Attic" continues to be studied and performed, demonstrating the enduring
power of Hellman’s storytelling.

Key Elements of "Toys in the Attic" by Lillian Hellman

Exploration of complex family relationships and psychological tension

Use of symbolism, particularly the attic as a metaphor for repression

Bold engagement with taboo and controversial themes

Strong, multi-dimensional characters

Significant influence on American drama and subsequent playwrights

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Toys in the Attic' by Lillian Hellman about?
'Toys in the Attic' is a play by Lillian Hellman that explores the complex dynamics of a family living
in New Orleans, focusing on themes of greed, jealousy, and emotional repression.

When was 'Toys in the Attic' first performed?
'Toys in the Attic' premiered on Broadway in 1960.

What are the main themes of 'Toys in the Attic'?
The main themes include family dysfunction, sacrifice, greed, and the psychological impact of
repression and unfulfilled desires.



Who are the central characters in 'Toys in the Attic'?
The central characters are the Berniers siblings: Carrie, Julian, and their brother, as well as the
young man who enters their lives, contributing to the unfolding drama.

How was 'Toys in the Attic' received by critics?
The play was generally well-received, earning several Tony Award nominations and critical praise for
its intense character study and dramatic tension.

Has 'Toys in the Attic' been adapted into other media?
Yes, 'Toys in the Attic' was adapted into a film in 1963, directed by George Roy Hill, starring Dean
Martin and Geraldine Page.

Additional Resources
1. Toys in the Attic by Lillian Hellman
This classic play by Lillian Hellman explores themes of family secrets, jealousy, and betrayal. Set in a
single household, the story revolves around the complicated relationships between siblings and the
impact of a family’s dark past. Hellman's sharp dialogue and intense character development make it
a riveting drama that delves into human emotions and moral complexities.

2. Lillian Hellman: The Image, The Woman by Jeanette M. Schmid
This biography provides an insightful look into the life and career of Lillian Hellman, focusing on her
works such as "Toys in the Attic." It explores her political activism, personal struggles, and
contributions to American theater. Readers gain a deeper understanding of the context behind
Hellman’s plays and her lasting impact on literature.

3. The Theater of Lillian Hellman by Barbara Ozieblo
This book offers a comprehensive analysis of Hellman's plays, including "Toys in the Attic,"
highlighting her themes of family, morality, and social issues. It discusses her narrative techniques
and the historical background of her work. The study is essential for those interested in feminist and
political aspects of Hellman's drama.

4. Family Secrets in American Drama: From Hellman to Albee by Mary Ann Corrigan
Focusing on the motif of family secrets, this book examines "Toys in the Attic" alongside other
American plays. It discusses how Hellman’s exploration of hidden truths within families reflects
broader societal concerns. The analysis provides a critical framework to understand the
psychological depth in Hellman’s storytelling.

5. Women Playwrights of the Twentieth Century: A Bio-Bibliographical Critical Sourcebook by
Katharine M. Rogers
This sourcebook includes an entry on Lillian Hellman, with detailed information on "Toys in the
Attic." It presents critical perspectives on Hellman's work and her role as a pioneering female
playwright. The book is a valuable resource for scholars studying gender and literature.

6. American Drama and the Age of Television: The Plays of Lillian Hellman by Sarah Blacher Cohen
This work explores how Hellman’s plays, including "Toys in the Attic," transitioned to television and



reached wider audiences. It examines the adaptations and the changing reception of her work over
time. The book sheds light on the intersection of theater and early television media.

7. Secrets and Lies in the American Family Drama by Richard Henry Littlefield
Analyzing plays like "Toys in the Attic," this book delves into how American playwrights portray
family dynamics marked by secrets and deception. It offers critical essays on the psychological and
cultural implications of such themes. Hellman’s contributions are prominently featured as
foundational to this genre.

8. Lillian Hellman’s Political Theater: The Art of Resistance by Barbara Will
This study focuses on the political undertones in Hellman’s works, including "Toys in the Attic." It
discusses how Hellman used drama as a form of social critique and resistance during tumultuous
times. The book provides context on the playwright’s activism and its influence on her artistic
choices.

9. The Playwright’s Muse: Exploring Inspiration in American Drama by Charles R. Lyons
This book investigates the sources of inspiration behind major American plays, with a chapter
dedicated to Lillian Hellman and "Toys in the Attic." It examines how personal experience and
historical context shaped Hellman’s writing. The analysis highlights the emotional intensity and
creative process behind her work.
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